The defining moment in the understanding of the evolution of offspring begging happened in 1991 when Charles Godfray published a theoretical model for the resolution of parent-offspring conflict based on Zahavi's handicap principle of costly honest signalling. Wright & Leonard have brought together contributions from leading scientists working on begging to produce a valuable overview of the field one decade after Godfray's seminal paper. As evident from the list below, the volume testifies to the diversification of this field over the past decade.
Rufus Johnstone and Charles Godfray open the book with a clear review of costly and cost-free models of begging as a signal of need. The authors make two important points: (1) cost-free models deserve more attention because there is little empirical evidence that begging is costly (chapters by Chappell & Bachman and by Haskell), and (2) all existing models, costly and costfree, make unrealistic simplifying assumptions. Thus the challenge for theoreticians in the future is to develop more realistic models that incorporate more of the complex and dynamic interactions between parents and offspring. The next two chapters present novel theoretical approaches to begging that deserve further attention; Karen Price, Ron Ydenberg and Dave Daust present a genetic algorithm model for begging, while David Sloan Wilson and Anne Clark argue that multilevel selection theory should be applied to begging. Kate Lessells closes this section with a model on sex allocation and a discussion on how offspring sex may influence nestling begging behaviour and parental provisioning of care.
The next section includes three chapters on challenging issues concerning the signalling function of begging. Rebecca Kilner addresses the complex nature of begging displays in birds and concludes that multiple elements may act to increase the information content of begging displays. Alexandre Roulin presents the hypothesis that begging is directed towards nestmates as a means to negotiate the allocation of care. Andrew Horn and Marty Leonard point out that begging displays must effectively convey information on the needs of the offspring to the parents. The last two chapters in this section deal with the theoretically essential issue of costs of begging. Mark Chappell and Gwendolyn Bachman review the evidence for energetic costs, while David Haskell does the same for predation costs. In disagreement with honest-signalling models of begging, both conclude that current evidence suggests that such costs are low.
The section on the physiological basis of begging includes contributions that discuss important issues concerning, among other things, the information content of begging signals. Anne Clark discusses the problematic issue of how 'need', a key theoretical concept, should be defined and measured in empirical studies. William Karasov and Jonathan Wright review current knowledge about nestling digestive physiology. They point out that studies have found reduced digestive efficiency in overfed nestlings, suggesting that begging may play a role in optimizing nestling digestive efficiency. Hubert Schwabl and Joseph Lipar review the evidence for hormonal control of begging, including the role of maternally derived testosterone, while Nicola Saino and Anders Møller review knowledge on the immune system of nestling birds and argue that some begging signals may have evolved to provide information on offspring health status.
The next section deals with sibling competition and nestling begging strategies. Barb Glassey and Scott Forbes discuss the impact of phenotypic handicaps, primarily consequences of hatching asynchrony, on nestling begging strategies. They argue that begging strategies in
